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A Bunch of Grapes
(English Translation of Arishima Takeo’s Hitofusa no Budo)
有島武郎の『一房の葡萄』
Translators: Takumi KASHIMA & Loretta LORENZ
　白樺派を代表する作家の一人、有島武郎（1878－1923）は、1878 年（明治 11 年）に東京に生ま
れた。父親の仕事の関係で、横浜に住居を移す。５歳で英会話習得のため山手居留地の米人牧師の家
に通い始め、６歳になると、山手居留地にある横浜英和学校に入学する。『一房の葡萄』の冒頭部分と
重なる部分である。学習院予備科時代は、明宮皇太子（後の大正天皇）の学友に選ばれている。学習
院中等科卒業後は、札幌農学校に学ぶ。その後アメリカに留学。1916 年（大正５年）、彼が 38 歳の
時に、妻と実父を相次いで亡くす。これを機に、翌年から本格的な執筆活動に入る。それは３年間続
き、彼の代表作はこの時期に書かれることになる。その後深刻な行き詰まり状況に陥り、1923 年（大
正 12 年）婦人公論記者波多野秋子と縊死自殺。45 年の生涯であった。
　『一房の葡萄』は 1920 年（大正９年）８月１日発行の『赤い鳥』第五巻第二號に発表され、1922 年（大
正 11 年）６月 17 日には、「一房の葡萄」「おぼれかけた兄妹」「碁石を飲んだ八ちゃん」「ぼくの帽子
のお話」が収録された創作童話集『一房の葡萄』として刊行された。その日の日記には、有島の３人
のこどもたちが、届いた童話集を熱心に読んでいる様子が記されている。これらの童話に共通してい
ることは、こどもにも残酷な面があることをリアルに描写していることである。
 When I was small I used to love painting pictures.  My grammar school was located in the Yamanote 
district of Yokohama, where a lot of people from western countries lived and worked.  Even the teachers were 
westerners.  On the way to and from school I would walk along the waterfront, past the western style hotels 
and businesses and such that lined the seaside road.  If I stopped to look somewhere along that road, the sea 
would be of the clearest blue and an array of merchant ships and warships would be anchored there, some 
casting billowing smoke from their funnels.  Stretching from mast to mast on each vessel were graceful lines 
of bunting displaying the bright colors of countries from all over the world.  The sight was dazzling, almost 
painful to the eyes in its beauty.  I would often stand there on the shore, gazing at the spectacle, then go home 
and from memory try my uttermost to create a really beautiful picture of the scene.  But with the water colors I 
possessed, no matter how often I attempted it, I was absolutely unable to get the colors right, the way they really 
looked: that deep transparent shade of dark blue, the stark white corvettes, and the crimson line that defined the 
waterline.
 One day I suddenly thought of the foreign-made water colors one of my schoolmates owned.  That boy 
was a westerner, of course.  On top of that, he was two years older than me and so tall I had to look up at him. 
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He was called Jim and had this set of imported water colors of very good quality.  They came in a lightweight 
wooden box that held twelve colors lined up in two rows of square-edged sticks something like sumi-ink blocks. 
All the colors were beautiful, but the indigo blue and crimson struck me as awesome.  Although Jim was way 
above me as far as height went, when it came to drawing and painting, he was way below me.  Still, painting 
with colors like his, even the clumsiest picture would look deceptively good.  I grew envious.  Conscious of my 
own inferior paints, I thought with longing that if only I had colors like his, I could surely produce a seascape 
that showed the deep blue of the sea the way it really looks.  From that day I began actually to covet those water 
colors of Jim’s, because being on the cowardly side, I couldn’t bring myself to ask my mom and dad to buy the 
same kind for me, so day after day the business of those paints preyed on my mind.
 I don’t remember anymore exactly when this was, but it must have been in the fall because the grapes had 
grown ripe.  It was on one of those fair days in late autumn when the sky seems to open into layer upon layer of 
transparent depths.  We were having our packed lunches with the teacher, yet even during the pleasures of the 
meal, I felt restless somehow, and that sparkling sky seemed to mock my dark mood.  I sat there alone brooding. 
If anyone had noticed, my face might well have looked pale.  I felt an excruciating need in my whole being 
for Jim’s paint set.  I was sure that Jim knew what I was thinking, but when I sneaked a glance at his face, he 
seemed to be pretending ignorance as he sat there looking innocent, having fun laughing and talking with the 
other students.  I had the feeling that he was laughing at what he knew about me, maybe even saying, “Look at 
him now, that Japanese kid.  I’ll bet he’s going to pinch my water colors.”  That’s what it looked like to me, and 
I began to hate him.  Anyway, the more suspicious of me I felt Jim was getting, the more I had to have those 
paints.
     I may have had a face like a cherub, and I was delicate both in body and temperament.  Furthermore, 
I was timid, the type who would choose not to speak up even when there was something I wanted to say. 
Consequently, people didn’t take to me and I had no friends to speak of.  When we finished lunch, the other 
children began to play hard, running about the playground, but that day I was alone and the gloomy in the 
classroom.  The light outside the window only served to make the classroom look as dark as the inside of my 
heart.  I was sitting at my desk a little hot in the face and my eyes would sometimes stray toward Jim’s desk. 
Schoolboy doodlings were cut into the desk top and if the ink-stained lid smudged with finger-marks were 
lifted, inside there would be the usual books, notebooks, and slate—and that amber-colored wooden box 
alongside them.  Inside the box would be the little charcoal shaped blocks of indigo blue and crimson.  I felt my 
face going red and turned away, but then I couldn’t keep from peeking at Jim’s desk out of the corner of my eye. 
My heart was thudding against my chest enough to hurt.  It felt like I was in one of those dreams where you are 
being chased by demons or something and all the while you are sitting perfectly still.
 The clang of the bell sounded summoning the pupils back to the schoolroom.  It startled me and I got 
quickly to my feet.  Through the window I saw the others laughing and shouting as they headed toward the 
lavatory to wash their hands.  All of a sudden I felt an ice-cold chill inside my head and a weird feeling of horror 
came over me.  I walked shakily to Jim’s desk and half in a trance opened the lid and looked inside.  Just as 
I had thought, there was the slate, pencil and other things, among them the paint box I knew so well.  I don’t 
know why I did it, but I glanced around to see if anyone was watching, and quickly opened the box and removed 
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the two blue and crimson pieces and stuffed them hurriedly into my pocket.  Then I rushed off to where the 
students always lined up to wait for the teacher.
 We were ushered to the classroom by our teacher, and we sat down in our places.  I wanted to see 
Jim’s face, but I found myself unable to look his way.  However, it didn’t seem as though anyone had noticed 
what I had done, so I sat there with mixed feelings, half anxious, half relieved.  I could hear the voice of that 
young teacher I liked so much, but not a word she said entered my head.  I found her looking at me from time to 
time with a rather puzzled expression.  
 But that day I somehow did not want to meet her eyes.  An hour passed.  The sounds of the classroom 
seemed distant to my ears during that time.
 When at last the bell rang, I let out a little sigh of relief.  But the minute the teacher left, the tallest and 
cleverest boy in the class grabbed my elbow saying, “Come here a minute.”  I began to tremble, like a boy 
who hadn’t done his homework and was called on by the teacher.  I thought I had better pretend I didn’t know 
anything, so I faked unconcern, but anyway I had to let him lead me to a corner of the playground.
 “You’ve got Jim’s paints, haven’t you?”  He stretched out a big palm.  “Let’s have them.”  Oddly enough, 
when he spoke to me in that manner, I became quite calm.  “I don’t have any such thing!”  I replied without 
really meaning to tell the lie.  Three or four of his friends standing by moved in closer, Jim among them.  “I 
checked my paint set before lunch and nothing was missing.  But when the lunch period was over, two colors 
were gone!  You were the only one in the classroom during recess.”  His voice shook a little as he spoke.
 I thought it was all over for me and felt the blood rush to my head.  My face must have reddened.  I’m not 
sure who it was, but one of them suddenly tried to thrust his hand into my pocket.  I struggled frantically, but the 
odds were hopelessly against me in number and strength.  From my pocket they wrested some marbles (nowadays 
we say beads), a few lead charms, other odds and ends, and with them the two blocks of paints.  They glared at 
me with sneering faces as if to say, “How dare you!”  I was shaking like a leaf and my eyes went black.  It was 
such a beautiful day, and all around us children were darting about the playground having fun, while I alone was 
totally destroyed.  Why had I ever done such a thing!  It could never be undone.  This was it!  Struck with my 
own weakness, a forlorn feeling overwhelmed me and I broke down and cried.
 “Don’t think you can get out of this by bawling.”  The tall, clever boy taunted me in a tone of contempt, 
while the others closed in and began to pull me up to the second floor.  I pulled back as hard as I could, but in 
the end my strength gave out and they dragged me up the staircase.  The office of my nice homeroom teacher 
was there.
 Jim knocked on the door of the office.  We were supposed to knock before entering.  “Come in,” came the 
gentle voice from inside.  I have never in my life before or since hated anything so much as entering that room.
 Our teacher, who was writing something, looked up at us as we thronged noisily into her office.  She 
seemed slightly taken aback.  She brushed back the hair of her boyish bob with a hand, turned her usual kindly 
face toward us, cocking her head a little as if to say, “Yes?  What is it?”  The tall, clever boy stepped forward 
and told her all about my taking Jim’s paints.  Her face clouded and she became a little stern.  She looked 
serious as she turned her gaze from one to another and then at me still sniffling.  “Is that true?” she asked.  Yes, 
it was true, but I didn’t want her to know what a bad boy I was.  Instead of replying I only cried more.
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 She watched me for a moment or two and then told the pupils, “You may go back to the classroom.”  They 
filed out with a dissatisfied air and tramped downstairs noisily. 
 For a while the teacher said nothing, just sat there examining her fingernails.  Then she stood up quietly, 
put her arm around my shoulders and hugged me.  “Did you give the paints back?” she asked in a soft voice.  I 
wanted her to understand the whole story, so I managed to nod a heartfelt assent.
 “You do understand, don’t you, that what you did is an unacceptable thing and unhappy for you, too?” 
When my teacher spoke so softly again, asking that question, I could no longer contain myself.  My lips began 
to quiver and no matter how hard I clenched my teeth, loud sobs began to shake me and the tears flowed.  I 
wanted only to die like that with my gentle teacher’s arms around me, forgiven.
 “Now don’t cry anymore.  As long as you understand, it’s fine.  Let’s stop crying now, all right?  You 
don’t have to go to the next class; just stay here in my office.  Just stay here quietly until I come back from the 
class.  Will you do that?”  With that, she made me sit down on the sofa.  The bell rang again and she picked up 
her books from the desk.  She threw me a glance as she crossed to the window where a tall grapevine reached to 
the second floor.  She leaned out and plucked a bunch of grapes, placing them on my lap before silently leaving 
the room.  I was still weeping.
 The boisterous din of the children’s voices died to a hush as they entered the classroom.  I was sick with 
anguish and loneliness, suffering deep remorse for making the teacher I liked so much so unhappy.  I couldn’t 
eat those grapes or anything else, but only cry and cry.
 Then I felt a light hand on my shoulder.  I was still in my teacher’s office where it seems I had cried myself 
to sleep.  My tall, slender teacher was smiling down at me.  The sleep had done me good.  The earlier doings 
having momentarily slipped my mind, I was about to give her a shy grin, when I had to make a grab for the 
grapes which were slipping off my knees.  I caught them, but the sorry events that had passed came back to me 
and my smile quickly faded.
 “You needn’t look so glum anymore.  Everyone’s gone home.  You can go, too.  But you have to come to 
school tomorrow no matter what!  If you don’t show your face tomorrow morning, you will make me very sad. 
You can be sure of that!”
 So saying, she slipped the bunch of grapes into my schoolbag.  I walked dully along my usual seaside 
route, gazing at the water and the ships.  I began to nibble on the grapes and found them delicious.
 However, the next day I didn’t feel at all like going to school.  I wished I had a stomachache or a headache, 
but that day I could not produce even a toothache.  Hateful as it was, I left home, but idled along the way and 
when I reached the school gate, I thought I could never walk through it.  Then I remembered the teacher’s 
parting words and I knew I just had to see her.  If I let her down and didn’t show up, she would really be sad, no 
doubt about it.  I wanted to look into those soft eyes again.  Just that one thought got me through the gate.
 Then of all things!  The first person who seemed to burst into view was Jim.  He acted like he had been 
waiting on tenterhooks for me.  He took me by the hand as though he had forgotten all about the day before 
and led me to our teacher’s office.  I was completely bewildered.  I had thought that when I came to school 
everybody would be eyeing me from afar, saying “Look at him, that thieving little Japanese liar!”  And instead, 
this treatment; it felt eerie.
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 She must have heard our footsteps because even before Jim could knock, she opened the door and we 
walked in together.
 “Good boy, Jim!  You understood exactly what I told you.  Jim says you don’t have to apologize.  Just be 
good friends and that will end the matter.  Now shake hands.”  Smiling, she had us face each other.  I hesitated 
because I felt too undeserving.  Jim took hold of the hand hanging at my side and with a merry air shook it 
heartily.  I wasn’t sure how to show my joy.  I could only give him a shy little grin.  Jim was all smiles.  Our 
teacher was smiling, too, when she asked me, “How did you like the grapes?”  I blushed shamefaced, and 
murmured a short “Mmmnn” by way of assent.
 “Then I’ll give you another bunch.”  She was dressed in white linen I remember, and leaned elegantly out 
the window to pluck off another bunch of grapes.  She laid the purple cluster of luscious fruit coated with bloom 
on her palm and snipped it in two, giving one half to Jim and the other to me.  I still remember that scene vividly 
and the purple of the grapes against her delicate white hand.
 After that I think I became a somewhat better child and less shy.
 I wonder where my great teacher is now.  I know I’ll never meet her again, but I will always cherish the 
wish that she were here.  When autumn comes around and the grapes show that rich purple brushed with bloom, 
I look in vain for a lovely upturned hand white as marble.
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